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Abstract

This study explored the media framing of political instability in
West Africa and its consequent impact on developmental policies.
The media’s role in shaping public perceptions of political events
was investigated, revealing that the portrayal of instability often
influences the policy-making process. By employing a qualitative
analysis of various media sources, the study examined how
narratives around political unrest affect public opinion and
government responses. The findings indicated that
sensationalised media coverage exacerbate fear surrounding
instability, leading to reactive policy measures rather than
proactive strategies for development. Moreover, the research
highlighted the interplay between media representations and
governance, demonstrating how the framing of instability not
only reflects societal anxieties but also shapes the political
landscape. The study concluded that a more responsible media
approach is essential for fostering informed public discourse
and promoting sustainable development in the region.
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Introduction

In the contemporary landscape of West Africa, the intersection of media,
political instability, and developmental policies has emerged as a critical
area of inquiry. Political instability in the region, often manifested through
coups, civil unrest, and systemic corruption, poses significant challenges to
governance and socio-economic development. This instability is not merely
a product of internal dynamics, it is significantly shaped by how the media
frames these events. Media representation plays a pivotal role in shaping
public perceptions, influencing political discourse, and guiding policy-making
processes.

The media serves as a crucial intermediary between political events
and the public, often acting as a lens through which citizens interpret
governmental actions and socio-political realities. According to Entman
(1993), framing involves selecting and highlighting certain aspects of
perceived reality, thereby promoting a particular interpretation. This process
can have profound implications for how political instability is perceived by
the populace, which in turn can influence governmental responses and
developmental strategies.

In West Africa, where the media landscape is characterised by a mix of
state-controlled and independent outlets, the framing of political instability
often reflects broader power dynamics and ideological battles. This study
seeks to explore the role of media in shaping the narratives surrounding
political instability and how these narratives impact developmental policies
in the region. By examining specific case studies of media coverage in
countries like Nigeria, Mali, and Burkina Faso, this paper aims to elucidate
the complex interplay between media representation, public perception, and
policy formulation.

In exploring these dynamics, this paper will be guided by the following
research questions: How does media framing of political instability influence
public perceptions in West Africa? What roles does this framing play in
shaping governmental responses and developmental policies? By addressing
these questions, the study aims to contribute to a deeper understanding of
the critical role media plays in political discourse and its implications for
governance and development in West Africa.
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Literature Review

The relationship between media framing and political instability has been
extensively examined within the field of communication studies, yet the
specific dynamics in the West African context remain underexplored. This
literature review will synthesise existing research on media framing, political
instability, and developmental policies, highlighting key themes, gaps, and
theoretical frameworks relevant to the study.

Framing theory posits that the way information is presented influences
audience interpretation and reaction (Entman, 1993). In the context of
political instability, media framing can either exacerbate tensions or promote
understanding and resolution. Research indicates that negative framing of
political events often leads to increased public anxiety and can reinforce
pre-existing biases against certain political actors or groups (Scheufele &
Tewksbury, 2007). For instance, in their analysis of media coverage of the
Arab Spring, McLeod et al. (2011) found that frames emphasising violence
and chaos contributed to public perceptions of instability, shaping both local
and international responses to the events. West Africa has experienced
significant political turbulence, characterised by coups, insurgencies, and
protests. The region’s history of colonialism and authoritarian rule has
contributed to fragile governance structures, which are often depicted in
media narratives. Scholars such as Aning and Egbe (2017) emphasise that
media representations during periods of political instability often reflect
national sentiments and tensions, thus influencing public perception and
potential policy outcomes.

The role of the media in conflict situations has been documented by
various researchers. For example, Adebanwi (2014) explores how media
narratives surrounding political instability in Nigeria have shaped public
discourse and influenced governmental responses to crises. This reflects a
broader trend in which media framing not only reflects reality but also
actively participates in shaping it.

Developmental policies in West Africa are frequently reactive to the
socio-political context. The media’s portrayal of political instability can thus
have significant implications for policy-making. As outlined by Jaye (2016),
policymakers often rely on media narratives to gauge public sentiment,
leading to policy decisions that may not adequately address the root causes

235



African Journal of Stability & Development, Vol. 16, No. 2, December, 2024

of instability. Additionally, the framing of political events can impact
international perceptions and aid, with Western media often portraying West
African nations through a lens of crisis and instability, thereby influencing
foreign policy and aid distribution (Seymour, 2017).

While there is a growing body of research on media framing and its
implications for political stability, there remains a notable gap in the literature
concerning the specific effects media narratives have on developmental
policies within the West African context. Most existing studies focus on
individual countries or singular events, lacking a comprehensive analysis of
the interplay between media representation, public perception, and policy-
making across the region. This study aims to fill this gap by examining
multiple case studies, thereby providing a more nuanced understanding of
the dynamics at play.

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative research design to explore the media
framing of political instability in West Africa and its subsequent impact on
developmental policies. The methodology was crafted to capture the nuances
of media narratives and their influence on public perception and policy-
making. A multi-case study approach was adopted, focusing on selected
West African countries that had experienced significant political instability
in recent years.

The qualitative approach was deemed particularly suitable for this study
as it facilitated an in-depth exploration of the complexities surrounding media
representations and their effects on political dynamics. By employing a
multi-case study design, the research aimed to uncover patterns and
variations in media framing across different contexts within West Africa.

Data Collection
Data was collected through two primary methods: content analysis of media
coverage and semi-structured interviews.

Content Analysis

This method involved a systematic examination of print and online media
coverage of political instability events in selected countries, such as Nigeria,
Mali, and Burkina Faso. Key newspapers, news websites, and broadcast
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media were analysed over a specified timeframe, focusing on how these
outlets framed political instability, the language used, and the themes that
emerged. The content analysis aimed to identify dominant frames, such as
those emphasising violence, corruption, or international intervention.

Semi-Structured Interviews

Interviews were conducted with key informants, including journalists,
policymakers, and civil society leaders. These interviews provided insights
into how media framing influenced public perception and policy-making
processes. The semi-structured format allowed for flexibility in exploring
participants’ perspectives while ensuring that key topics related to media
representation and policy implications were covered.

Data Analysis

The data collected from both content analysis and interviews underwent
thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a qualitative method that identifies,
analyses, and reports patterns (themes) within data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
This approach facilitated the extraction of key themes related to media
framing, public perception, and policy implications.

Content Analysis

The data were coded to identify recurring frames and narratives in the
media coverage of political instability. This analysis focused on the portrayal
of political actors, the framing of conflicts, and the language used to describe
events.

Interviews

Thematic analysis of the interview transcripts involved coding the data to
identify themes related to the influence of media framing on public perception
and policy-making. This analysis centred on participants’ views on the role
of media in shaping public understanding of political instability and the
implications for developmental policies.

Limitations

While this study aimed to provide valuable insights into the media framing
of political instability and its impact on developmental policies, it is important
to acknowledge potential limitations. The focus on qualitative methods may
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have limited the generalisability of findings. Additionally, the selection of
media outlets and participants may have introduced biases. Future research
could expand on this study by incorporating quantitative methods to provide
a more comprehensive understanding of the topic.

The findings from this study highlighted the significant role of media
framing in shaping public perception of political instability and influencing
developmental policies in West Africa. The results are organised into two
main sections: media framing patterns identified through content analysis
and insights from interviews with key informants.

Findings

Media Framing Patterns

The content analysis revealed several dominant frames employed by the
media in covering political instability across the selected West African
countries. These frames included:

1. Conflict and Violence Frame: Media coverage frequently
emphasised the violent dimensions of political instability, portraying conflicts
in graphic details. For instance, Nigerian outlets such as The Guardian
and Punch newspapers often published images and accounts of protests
that were met with police brutality, particularly during the #EndSARS
movement in 2020. This framing, which highlighted casualties, property
damage, and confrontations with armed forces, intensified fears and
anxieties among the public by consistently showcasing the dangerous aspects
of political discord (Punch, 2020). Such detailed reporting contributed to a
narrative that shaped public perception, framing political instability as
synonymous with violence.

2. Corruption Frame: Several media outlets highlighted political
instability as a direct consequence of entrenched governmental corruption.
Reports frequently focused on high-profile allegations of mismanagement
and embezzlement among officials, sparking public outrage and demands
for accountability. For example, Premium Times has reported extensively
on cases of corruption within government ministries, framing these instances
as primary factors undermining stability and development. Coverage of
these scandals, with sources from investigative journalism reports,
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emphasised that rooting out corruption was crucial to achieving both
governance reform and economic recovery (Premium Times, 2021).

3. International Intervention Frame: In cases of acute political
instability, the media frequently underscored the perceived necessity for
international intervention. Coverage in outlets like A/ Jazeera and BBC
News showcased calls for humanitarian aid, diplomatic pressures, or even
military support, portraying local governments as either incapable or unwilling
to resolve crises independently. This framing legitimised foreign involvement
by focusing on instances where international agencies such as the United
Nations intervened in response to appeals for humanitarian support (BBC
News, 2019). Such framing resonated with audiences who often felt
disillusioned by local leadership, reinforcing a sentiment of reliance on external
forces.

4. Human Rights Frame: Media coverage also brought attention to
human rights abuses during times of political instability, especially concerning
civilian casualties and the repression of political dissenters. Reports from
organisations like Human Rights Watch and coverage by The New York
Times documented these violations in Nigeria, depicting the harsh realities
faced by civilians and political activists. This framing sought to draw public
attention to the humanitarian consequences of political strife, influencing
public sentiment and fuelling advocacy movements aimed at reform (Human
Rights Watch, 2022).

Insights from Interviews

The semi-structured interviews with journalists, policymakers, and civil
society leaders provided nuanced insights into the relationship between media
framing and public perception of political instability. Key findings are
discussed below.

1. Influence on Public Perception: Interviewees noted that media
framing significantly shaped public understanding of political instability. One
journalist remarked, “the way we report on political crises can either incite
fear or promote understanding. Framing is everything.” This underscores
the power of media narratives in influencing how the public perceives and
reacts to political events.
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2. Impact on Policy-Making: Several policymakers indicated that
media framing influenced their approach to addressing political instability.
A government official stated, “when the media highlight issues like
corruption, it pressures us to respond with policy changes. We have to be
seen as acting.” This reflects how public perception, shaped by media
narratives, can drive policy responses.

3. Challenges for Journalists: Interviewees also discussed the
challenges faced by journalists in framing political instability accurately.
Many expressed concerns about government censorship and the risks
associated with reporting on sensitive issues. A journalist noted, “we walk a
fine line; while we want to report truthfully, we also have to consider our
safety and the consequences for our families.” This highlights the complex
environment in which media operates and the potential limitations on its
role as a watchdog.

4. Calls for Responsible Reporting: Many participants emphasised
the need for responsible and balanced reporting to foster public understanding
and promote effective policy responses. Civil society leaders advocated
for training programmes for journalists to improve their capacity to frame
political instability constructively, thereby contributing to informed public
discourse.

The results of this study underscore the critical role of media framing in
shaping public perception of political instability and influencing developmental
policies in West Africa. By employing various frames— such as conflict,
corruption, international intervention, and human rights— media narratives
significantly impact how political events are understood and responded to
by both the public and policymakers. The insights gained from this research
highlight the importance of responsible and nuanced media reporting in the
context of political instability. Given the complex interplay between media,
public perception, and governance, fostering a media environment that
prioritises accurate and balanced representations is essential for promoting
informed public discourse and effective policy-making in West Africa.

Future research could further explore the long-term implications of media
framing on democratic processes and citizen engagement, particularly in
contexts marked by ongoing instability and conflict. Understanding these
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dynamics is crucial for developing strategies that enhance the positive
contributions of media to governance and development in the region.

Discussion

The findings of this study elucidate the intricate relationship between media
framing of political instability and its consequent impact on developmental
policies in West Africa. This discussion integrates the results with existing
literature, critically analysing how media narratives shape public perception,
influence policy-making, and reflect broader socio-political dynamics in the
region.

Media Framing and Public Perception

The dominant media frames identified— conflict and violence, corruption,
international intervention, and human rights— align with the findings of
previous studies that emphasise the power of media to construct public
perceptions of political realities (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). The portrayal
of political instability through these lenses serves to create a narrative that
can either incite fear or galvanise action among the public.

As highlighted by Harlow and Harp (2012), the way issues are framed
in the media significantly shapes public discourse, often leading to heightened
emotional responses. In the context of West Africa, where political instability
has far-reaching implications for development, the media’s framing choices
become even more critical. For instance, the emphasis on corruption as a
root cause of instability not only informs public sentiment but also places
pressure on policymakers to address these issues, thereby influencing the
political agenda.

Influence on Policy-Making

The connection between media narratives and policy responses is further
corroborated by the findings of this study. The comments from policymakers
about the pressure exerted by media framing resonate with the work of
Gamson and Modigliani (1989), who argue that media frames can act as
guides for policy discourse. The identification of corruption as a significant
factor in political instability prompts a more responsive governance approach,
as seen in the calls for anti-corruption measures in various West African
countries.
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The call for international intervention, as framed by the media, reflects
areliance on external support in times of political crises. This phenomenon
aligns with the arguments of Zuckerman (2015), who posits that the media
often legitimises international involvement by depicting local governments
as ineffective. Such framing not only affects public perception but also
influences the decision-making processes of international actors and
institutions involved in crisis response.

Challenges for Journalists and Media Ethics

The study’s findings also draw attention to the ethical dilemmas faced by
journalists operating in environments marked by political instability. The
challenges identified by interviewees, including government censorship and
personal safety, echo concerns raised in existing literature regarding the
constraints on journalistic freedom in authoritarian contexts (Kaye &
Johnson, 2020). These pressures can lead to self-censorship, ultimately
compromising the media’s role as a check on power and hindering informed
public discourse.

The calls for responsible reporting underscore the importance of media
literacy and training for journalists to navigate the complexities of political
reporting effectively. As argued by Williams (2016), equipping journalists
with the skills to frame issues responsibly can enhance public understanding
and foster a more informed citizenry, which is crucial for democratic
engagement and accountability.

Implications for Developmental Policies

The interplay between media framing and developmental policies has
significant implications for governance in West Africa. The media’s role in
shaping public perceptions can either facilitate or hinder policy development
aimed at addressing political instability and its underlying causes. For instance,
if media narratives perpetuate a sense of hopelessness or conflict, it may
discourage public engagement and activism, leading to a cycle of apathy
and inaction (Rein & Schon, 1993). Constructive media framing that
highlights community resilience and effective governance can inspire
collective action and support for developmental initiatives. The findings
suggest that fostering an environment where media can operate freely and
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responsibly is essential for promoting policies that effectively address the
root causes of political instability and advance sustainable development in
the region.

Conclusion

This study contributes to the growing body of literature on the role of media
in shaping public perception and policy-making in contexts of political
instability. By examining the framing of political instability in West Africa, it
has highlighted the critical need for responsible journalism and the potential
for media narratives to influence governance and development. Future
research should continue to explore the implications of media framing for
democratic processes and policy responses in regions facing similar
challenges. By understanding the dynamics of media, public perception,
and governance, stakeholders can better navigate the complexities of political
instability and work towards fostering a more informed and engaged citizenry
in West Africa.
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